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Reviewed by Kate Cantrell 
 
Under the orange sky of Chiang Mai where I am currently writing, there is a hill tribe song that tells of 
travel as a type of loss. The line does not translate well but was explained to me by a Brother Anurak 
as 'more move, more loss.' The Karen people believe the further one travels from home, the more 
unsettled one becomes. ‘Travellers are like rabbits,’ a local explains, ‘they hop all over the place, 
wasting their time and energy, only to cover the same ground, only to return again.’ Essentially the 
traveller is a cursed figure; cut from her roots and cast out to wander alone. 
 
Set on the island of Bougainville during the 1990s, Lloyd Jones’s Mister Pip brings the binaries 
of here and there to language, rendering the wordless experiences of Civil War into a montage 
of nightmarish sights and sounds. We find our protagonist, thirteen-year-old Matilda, in the midst of 
this violent upheaval. Rebel helicopters pass over her village like giant dragonflies. Babies die of 
malaria. Her only constant is regular visits from the warring “redskins” and rambos. Against this 
backdrop of machetes and broken dreams, Matilda speaks of things unspoken for, like justice and 
missing people. Her father, forced to find work in the copper mines, has been missing for three 
years. Soldiers raid her village without warning and empty kerosene over houses, incinerating 
everyone's belongings. Weeks later, Matilda’s mother is raped behind her back and chopped up in 
the jungle. Afterwards, she is fed to the pigs. “I do not know what you are supposed to do with 
memories like this,” Matilda confesses. “It feels wrong to want to forget” (180). 
 
Caught in the deluge, Matilda’s life is further entangled—wound up in Great Expectations and the 
classroom lessons of Mister Watts. Nicknamed “Pop Eye”, the only white teacher on the island 
claims a space of his own and teaches with the assistance of an unlikely partner: Mister Dickens. 
“Who was Mister Dickens?” Matilda asks, “And why, in a village population of less than sixty, had we 
not met him before? Some of the older kids tried to pretend they knew who he was. One even said 
he was a friend of his uncle’s” (16). What Mister Watts, like many before him, deems “the greatest 
novel by the greatest English writer of the nineteenth-century” simultaneously unites and divides the 
village, surfacing in the text as more than a literary feat. “The truest thing I can tell you,” Mr Watts 
says, “is that whatever we’ve got between us is all we’ve got”. Mister Dickens, like Mister Pip, is 
testimony to the transformative power of literature, even in the most remote and seemingly 
unconnected of places. “During very difficult circumstances,” Matilda explains, "Mr Dickens had 
taught every one of us kids that our voice was special, and we should remember this whenever we 
used it, and remember that whatever else happened to us in our lives our voice could never be taken 
from us” (220). 
 
Somewhere between Victorian England and the Solomons, Matilda makes a daring escape—one 
that is both real and imagined. As she boards a plane for Townsville, she watches the blues and 
greens of Honiara and its rooftops shrink beneath her. As we share a seat alongside, we also share 
her uncertainty. Jones, however, in leaving his readers to disentangle the knots of right and wrong, 
tactfully passes the task of discerning meaning to his readers. For some, his ending shaped as a 
question makes for frustrating reading. For others, there is promise in things which cannot be tied off 
or closed. Seamless and affecting, this is not a mere allegory of colonialism. Nor is it another 
historical account of what Modjeska calls “the dirty war on our doorstep” (par 7, 2006). This is a story 
about the inevitability of change and the forces that pull us together no matter how far we push 
ourselves apart. “I was aware of people both watching me and watching after me,” Matilda writes. “I 
was aware of a dozen small kindnesses” (182). In the places away from home, the stories we tell 
about ourselves do not lie. Even as we run from our past, we still leave its trace.  
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